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STUKEL: This is Dave Stukel and I am doing an interview today, 


February 26, 1975 with Ernest Johnston down at Cantigny Post VFW 367. 
STUKEL: Ernie, were you born here in Joliet? 

JOHNSTON: No, I was not born in Joliet. 

STUKEL: Where were you born? 

JOHNSTON: I was born in Louisville, Kentucky,January 27, 1915. 
STUKEL: When did you move up here? 

JOHNSTON: I moved to Joliet, Illinois, June 26, 1919. 


STUKEL: 1919. So you were around here when quite a bit was 


happening, 
JOHNSTON: Yes. 


STUKEL: Could. you tell me some of the things that went on around 
here that weren't exactly recorded in history books? Like special 


events that maybe you remember. 


JOHNSTON: Special events I remembered. I was educated in the Joliet 
Public School System. I attended Eliza Kelly School, Washington School, 
and Joliet Township Central Campus, as it is known now. Looking 

back through the years I was attending schools, Eliza Kelly district 

in those years was known as the "bloody sixth ward." The Sixth Ward 

in those days was a rough, tough region in the city. In fact, before 

I was fourteen years old I had seen two men slain, one by shotgun, 


and one by knife. 
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STUKEL: What was the problem down there? 


JOHNSTON: Bootlegging. I wasn't a saint. I was known as being rough, 
tough, yes. Maybe I should go back and do a little explaining. My 
father, Ernest T. Johnston, a native of Kentucky, Oldham County, the fact 
that is known Reine they go to vote, they still go barefoot and 
carry rifles. -That's where my father is from. My mother is from Shelby 
County, Kentucky; and she was a Fawkes, F-A-W-K-E-S. They are supposed 
to be the descendents of Guy Fawkes of English Parliament fame. My 
father had a degree from Georgetown College, Kentucky; John Hopkins 
University, Baltimore; and the University of Louisville, Kentucky. He 
was, as well as a student in surgery at the University of Louisville 
when I was born, he was also a Professor of Chemistry, part-time. My 
father retired as a chief chemist, United States Steel Corporation 
Central Laboratory, in charge of coke, coal, and coal gas, who after 

he retired went to the Joliet Township Central Campus and became 
nationally known as a horticulturist in the development and growth of 
two new strains of orchids. He was internationally known as a chem- 
ist. My mother was a club woman. Naturally, when we first came to 
Joliet, not knowing the district, we moved on South Ottawa Street, be- 
lieving this was the territory for a young man such as myself to 

come up in. In time, in 1929, my family built their home which is 

now located at 8 North May Street on the corner of May and John. My 
mother is 89 years old and still lives in the family home which is a 
very large, double-brick construction home. And from then on as a 
resident of Joliet is what I called home. I now live with my own 


family; my wife is the secretary of Pershing School in Joliet where 
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the deaf children attend, My three sons, one of whom is a student at 
Trinidad State Junior College, Trinidad, Colorado. He will graduate 
this June with an associate degree, Getting back to Joliet, the old 
"Bloody Sixth Ward" -- fond memories, great memories. People I knew 
as a youth I could go back, relate, to the time on McGowan's Corner, 
the corner of Ottawa and McDonough Streets. As kids, pranksters, we 
were pulling false alarms; we got caught. That's enough of that. 
Another time, Buddy Brooks, a colored friend of mine, good friend, 
pulled a fire alarm box on Madison's Corner, that's the corner of 
Joliet and Allen Streets. In fact, it was three doors from where 
Marty Jackson, who later became the sheriff of Will County, lived. 
And a fire truck went around the corner. It came down Allen Street 
and broke an axle. Man, did we strip that fire engine! Those are 
days I'm proud of; but you want a history of Joliet, maybe I can 
prove a lot of things to you. Also, Logan School -- many a window 
-was broken in Logan School. I will not try to elaborate who did it. 


As I said in the beginning, I'm no saint. 
STUKEL: Where is it? 


JOHNSTON: Today, Logan School is at the corner of South Ottawa 
Street and DeKalb, that's the name of the street. There's a Negro 
church in behind it. Today, knowing that this interview was coming 
up, I took a ride down through my old neighborhood, the "Bloody Sixth 
Ward." Seeing it all boarded up, seeing it all deserted, seeing 

it all burned down, about the only bright spot was Mount Olivet 
Baptist Church on South Chicago Street. It had a new front. Yes, 


that's about the only bright spot on South Chicago Street, where in 
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my day, it was a hustling, bustling, active street, Today, bury it. 
It's ready for the cemetery, much as downtown Joliet, I can also 
remember back when I was a student at Washington Junior High School. 
A bunch of us -- I can name the names of the kids that was with me -- 
the day we skipped school. We went down and stood up on top of the 
Rock Island overhead and looked down into the jail yard, behind the 
Will County Jail, when they hanged, if I remember right, I think 


there was two of them that was hanged that day. 
STUKEL: Did they still hang people in those days? 


JOHNSTON: In those days, yes. This was before 1929. I entered the 
Joliet Public School System in 1920. I graduated from, Eliza Kelly 
in 1927, and finished Washington in 1929. I went on to Joliet 
Township, Things that, how it used to be at Washington School, the 
object was to fall into the Hickory Creek so you'd have to go home 
and change clothes and we'd all meet at the Crystal or Princess 
Theater. Oh, what memories! I was a member of the Joliet Grade 
School Band. To start off in my music part, I broadcast from the old 
Masonic Temple station in a series of programs for the piano, as a 
piano prodigy. Later on, graduating into saxaphone and joining the 
Joliet Grade School Band which later went on to high school and then 
I became a bassoonist. But going back to dear old Washington -- 
coming in from the Joliet Grade School Band who used to practice at 
Joliet Central School, the Junior High School. Get on the old four- 
wheeled trolley, and as you're going down Fifth Avenue, where it came 


so that one car could pass another, everybody would get in the 
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back end. The old streetcar would rock and jump the tracks. Those 

are memories! Those were fun days! I can also remember at Washington 
School when the Pyle-Bunyon Derby came to Joliet. The Gardens that 
were just south of Hickory Creek on Richards Street, I can't think of 
the name of the gardens at the present time -- but that was to be 

where the Pyle-Bunyon Derby came to Joliet and I was a school boy 
patrol at the corner of Fifth and Richards Street. Naturally, I got 

to see these old-timers that was running. In fact, I never did get 
back to school that day cause I stayed out and watched the Pyle-Bunyon 
Derby. That must have been 1928 or 1929. Going on into high school 

-~- it was a great, great deal for me. Several years ago when I took a 
day off and went back through Joliet Central High School -- Catherine 
Adler, teacher friend, God, she was nice! Wonderful teacher. Teachers 
-- I could go back to, Maybe some of you people that will listen to 
this interview, you'll hear names that I'm going to mention. Your 
parents -- you'll bring back memories to them. I hope you go and re- 
late to your parents. Miss Lee, Rainey, Eggman. Oh God, I could go on 
and on. Going back to Washington School, Reynolds, Monniger; one of 
the greatest teachers that I ever knew, ever appreciated, ever loved, 
was Stella Mateer. She was a math teacher at Washington Junior High 
School, Many, many teachers, many tried, many failed, in my estimation. 
Oh, I'm happy. I don't have the education of my father. I don't have 
the education of my mother. But, I've tried to have a happy life. 

I'm in research, And my days of rowdyism, which is part of this story, 
I tried to atone for since the day I met Pauline Dhesse of Spring Valley, 


Illinois; and on October 25, 1946, she became Mrs. Ernest F. Johnston. 
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I've tried to atone for the reputation I had as mean, onery, a fighter, 
a slugger, rough and tough. I have been in scouting, as a Cub Master; 

I started out as an assistant Cub Master, Cub Master, Webelo Master, 
fact was I was Honary Scout Master over at St. Raymond's. Fact, twenty- 
two boys went up to St. Charles Bonaventure, near Lewis School, to get 
their Ad Alterie Award. Father Ryan, who was at the Cathedral at the 
time, told the sista that a Protestant bit these kids in the butt, 

| and that was why there were twenty-two getting their Ad Alterie Awards 
at one time. I first joined scouting in 1926; that is memories I 


can't forget. Enough from me --- 

STUKEL: This cathedral, was it in Joliet? 

JOHNSTON: Yes. St. Raymond's. 

SIUKEneeotsmenaymond Sve Is thatethe’one that»is there-’now or®.): .? 


JOHNSTON: The one that is there now. I have been the Institutional 
Representative here at Cantigny Post VFW 367; I don't know how many 
years now. I have forgotten. I think it's 7, 8, 9, something like 
that. I have tried to quit; nobody will listen to me. I am still the 
IR. After having spent many years as a First Aid Instructor for the 
American Red Cross, I have retired. Had a class I taught, "Boondock 
First Aid." Taught Policemen, Firemen, Nurses, Scouts and Civilians. 
And still a Disaster Representative and Shelter Manager for the ARC. 
As a Disaster Representative you house as many people as necessary, 
feed them, and clothe them. I -have worked at several hotel fires, 


tornadoes, in Will County. Served as a Field Representative First Aid 
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man at the Will County Fair, and at many other special events through- 
out Will County. Retired from the Board of Directors, and as a Vice 
President of the Lily Cache Rod and Gun Club. But, still carry a 
Special Deputy Sheriff of Will County card. But going back into 
Joliet -- I can remember when we, my mother and father, first came to 
Joliet, we lived at the Woodruff Hotel. I can remember looking out 

a window on the east side of the building, and there was a great fire. 
It was over in the vicinity where the Supreme Wreckers is now. I 

can remember when the Rialto was built. Lois Dalander was Miss America, 
a neighbor of ours. She lived on John Street. We lived at the corner 
of May and John. She was Miss America. The Rialto was one of the 
most beautiful, today I still think it is one of the most beautiful, 
theaters in the world. And I have been quite a ways around this good 
old globe. They are gonna have to go a long ways to catch up to the 
old Rialto Theater. That in my estimation is the only bright spot 


that we have left in downtown Joliet is the Rialto Theater. 


STUKEL: When you were a little kid, you were talking about the 


Princess and the Rialto . 
JOHNSTON: and the Crystal. 
STUKEL: and the Crystal. I don't know where the Crystal is at. 


JOHNSTON: The Crystal was on Cass Street. It is now where the alley 
is between Chicago and Scott Street. The alley runs north. It was 
right on that corner. It was the old Crystal Theater. It used to be 
Tom Mix. Oh, Tom Mix and Tony, the Horse, oh yes. (Laughter) Nickel 


to get in. 
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STUKEL: That's how much it cost? 
JOHNSTON: A nickel. A bag of popcorn was a nickel. 
STUKEL: It would cost you about $3.50 right now. 


JOHNSTON: Oh, yes. The old Crystal, the old Princess, Mode that 
wasn't even known in those days. The Orpheum where the bank is, 


what bank is it? 

STUKEL: I think its'the National. 

JOHNSTON: The National Bank of Joliet has a check-out or a drive-in? 
STUKEL: "Drive-in. 


JOHNSTON: That's it. Webster and Chicago Street. The Orpheum oh, 


that was beautiful. Jeepers, they had stage plays and Vaudeville. 
STUKEL: Well, I remember the Orpheum. 

JOHNSTON: Orpheum! 

STUKEL: Orpheum, whatever it was. 

JOHNSTON: O-R-P-H-E-U-M. JI can remember the sign. 

STUKEL: One thing I remember it was a long time ago when I was a 
kid -- where J. C. Penney and Woolworth are, there was a school 


‘ 


there. 
JOHNSTON: It was Joliet Central Grade School, a Junior High. 


STUKEL: And I remember when they tore it down. 
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JOHNSTON: Yes. That Central School, in fact, let me think of the 
athletic director, coach. He was a little short . .. Oh, what was 
his name. I can't think of it right now, but I can picture him. In 
fact, he is a widower and he lives on the west side of Joliet right 
off of Midland Avenue. Yes, Al Dick, and, of course, we like to go 
back, that was Central and I like to go back to Washington to 
remember old Red Moran. God bless his onery soul! And Mr. Smith. 
These were the Meodnoreing teachers. Miss Kerr, Miss Kelly. Oh, yes. 
Going on -- Joliet, in the last few years, they've had many fires. 
Seems like they are determined to make downtown Joliet, which was once 
a wonderful, flourishing place -- They are trying to make it into a, 


what would you say, a big parking lot. A big park. 
STUKEL: That's what it seems like it is coming to now. 


JOHNSTON: It sure does and it just irks me. That I know that they 
milked downtown Joliet, the merchants, they milked it for every dime 
they could get. The hell with it, which is wrong. No city can 
survive under those conditions. Naturally, the K-Mart, naturally 
where Wiebolt's and Monkey Wards is now; naturally where all these 
shopping centers are popping up around here; they are gonna kill down- 
town Joliet. Joliet merchants that are screaming now are the leeches 
that took the money, stuffed it in their pocket and the hell with 
downtown Joliet. They got their money and got out. Naturally, Sears- 
Roebuck is going to build this big place, Homart, out there. That 
means "Goodbye, Sears, in Joliet." What's going to be left -- Penney's? 


Kline's? There you are; that's all you've got in the way of shops. 
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Course, a few junk shops along the line -- we won't mention them. 

What are you going to do, put in government Lace to build up 
downtown Joliet? Is that the favorite sport? A few theaters. In the 
way downtown Joliet has deteriorated, the area surrounding it has 
deteriorated, a person's scared to death to even go to the show. They 
could have the best movies in the world down there and they wouldn't 
draw anybody. Let's fringe around another thing in Joliet. Joliet 

has had the finest pene grade school, high school, Legion, the 

finest musical organizations in the country -- without a doubt, they're 
the tops. I was a member of the Legion band. Fact, I was Senior Vice 
Commander of Harwood Post #5. Nick Radacovich who was the Commander is 
the Probation Officer now. We tried, we did everything trying to get 
the people to sponsor, help -- no way. How they have done it for all 
these years, I'll never know. The Joliet people they've got the 

best music-wise. We had a football team, a professional football teams 
they wouldn't even sponsor that! Many enterprises would like to come 
to Joliet, but they know -- no way. Back in the back of the Chicago 
Theater, which I've seen the sign myself, "If you think you're good, 
try Joliet." Humpf! I don't know; are we cheap? Are we? Going on -- 
I guess back in the old days the Rock Island Railroad used to run right 
straight down across right in behind where the courthouse is now, until 
jt became elevated. That was before I came to Joliet. Then they cross- 
ed the Santa Fe. That was the ATSF, the Atcheson, Topeka, and the 
Santa Fe. The Chicago, Rock Island, and Pacific, and if you're students, 
remember the old Alton Railroad? Later on it became the G.M.&0. Now 


it's part of the I.C. Illinois Central, Gulf, I guess it is, but in the 
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old days, the Alton.Oh boy, the Red Hammer at 12:25 every noon . 

but, look at that Union Station. Big, massive hunk of junk. Dirty, 
filthy, Joliet can't be proud of that! No way. No way Joliet could 

be proud of such a rotten mess as that. No way. Going on -- I keep 
reflecting back to my memories that didn't present themselves to me 

at the time I was talking about them, and this keeps coming up in my 
mind. But, as I say, I'll go on. I entered, enlisted in the United 
States Army inige Be 1942. I returned home the Saturday after Thanks- 
giving of 1945. I was discharged at Camp McCoy, Wisconsin. I had been 
overseas 35 months. I was a Bomb Disposal Instructor at the Aberdeen 
Proving Grounds. Helped start the 1907th Ordinance Ammunition Aviation 
Company at Key Field, Mississippi, and went overseas in January 2nd of 
1943 as a Master Sergeant. I had only been in service six weeks, and I] 
was presented with a Staff Sergeant, next month I was a Tech, and the 
next month I was a Master. March Ist I was a Private. (Laughter ) But 
that's something else. All right. I came home with an honorable 
discharge, two purple hearts, a lot of glory that people thought was 
glory, that I knew was hell. I was missing 41 days in China. That's 
still on my record. I'm home, I have a wife, as I said, Paula; I 

have three sons, Scott, Barry, and Brian. Their present ages are 22, 
20, and 17. Since I've come home, also before I had gone to service, 
I have lived in California -- I have lived in Wyoming. I have lived in 
Oklahoma, I have lived in Texas, Minnesota, and New York. I came home 
after I got out of service; my parents were aging and asked me to stick 
around this region. I really wanted to go back to Australia and work. 


I have found the most beautiful town I have ever seen in this world, 
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which is Sidney, Australia -- God, I loved that place! In fact, I have 
a very, very good friend who is head of the Atomic Energy Commission of 
the Commonwealth of Australia -- Doctor Robert Cairns. I have a letter 
from Bob to pay my way -- everything under the sun, if I would come to 
Sidney to live, but I have an 89 year old mother that I am indebted to. 
0.K., since 1946 Legion Band has been parading on and on, winning and 
winning and winning -- no help from the public. I have watched Joliet 
grow. In 1929 I moved to the corner of May and John Street with my 
parents -- Reed Street was the city limits --.now where is it? Inter- 
state 55 !! Oooh!!! North all the way to Plainfield Road! My, how 
Joliet has grown! They have been expanding every which way under the 
sun, but look at downtown Joliet -- it makes you sick! Look at the 
monstrosity they call the courthouse. I went down there today just 
wandering around. You take a look at city hall down there at the 

corner of Joliet and Jefferson; it reminds you of the days when they 
used to take the cannons and stick them through the wall and fire. They 
only fired in one position, and that was straight ahead. Of course, 

if you stepped two feet out of the way, they couldn't hit you with the 
side of a barn door! I don't know... 1 just took a short break and 
did a little reminiscing in my mind, and I thought of things that 

might be of interest to the people listening to this tape. Going back 
on the west side of Joliet, and we had a full, live bear as a mascot! 
Wherever we played, whether it was Kankakee, Joliet, Bloomington, Peoria, 
LaSalle . . . the bear went with us. Rocky Shriner used to wrestle the 
bear at the end of the 5th inning. These are memories. The bear's 

name was Amos. Bob Andersen, who is now president of the National Bank 


of Joliet, that's how he has got the nickname of Amos. You call him 
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Amos, he'll look up -- he knows; he'll remember! Memories . 

members of that baseball team -- Ray Anderson, janitor at Joliet West; 
Bud Richart, who is now a welder for Mississippi Barge Lines -- his 
brother George manages a bowling alley in Miami Beach, Florida; others, 
dead and scattered. Going on, after the war -- veterans .. . I work- 
ed for Western Electric; from Western Electric I went to Blockson's to 
my present employment, which I will omit at this present time. We have 
watched Joliet Preece grow from what used to be a 38-40,000 pop- 
ulation, has now gone 60-, 70-, 80-, possibly 100,000 people. I have 
watched old Joliet go down, down, down. Suburb part prosper, grow, 
shine, gleam. There is people in this town that will try to tear down 
anything. = have watched the youth, the young people . .. I have 
watched them; I have tried to lead them; I have tried to council them; 
I have tried to do everything in the world. I have brought up three 
sons. As of this date, their records are as clear as water. I have 
brought up my sons with the idea that if they want an automobile, they 
have bought it themselves. If they bought the automobile, they had 

to pay their own insurance and own expenses as to that automobile. They 
buy their own clothes. My son that is at Trinidad State College is 
paying his own way through college besides buying a $4,000 truck, which 
he paid cash for. He will get an associate degree in June. He has 

to have 112 hours for an associate degree or 90 hours for graduation; 


and he hopes to leave the school with, at that time, 128 hours. 


i 


STUKEL: Speaking of cars -- a couple of times you told me about a few 


you bought around here. I bet they were some pretty good hot rods. 


JOHNSTON: At one time, in 1936 I'd been left a little money. I went 
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to -- I think it was Wolson's, the name of the car architect in Chicago, 
and I bought a '36 Ford -- it was convertible, In fact, it was the 
first six-passenger convertible Ford that was ever made; and it was 
made by Wolson Brothers, which Ford later came out with. It had a 
solid bottom, it had a V8 engine, and it had twin superchargers. If 
somebody stole my rear tire, they stole my aerial. I went to the home- 
coming at the University of Illinois in 1936. I was a chemist at the 
South Works, Carnegie Illinois Steel. I was off that weekend. I took 
Helen Keys, who lived on Richards Street; Dick Norris's half sister; 
Bob Pilcher, from the House of Pilcher; and John Clemens. The four 

of us went from Joliet. We left Joliet at five minutes to four in the 
afternoon. We were due at a formal dinner in Champaign-Urbana at 5:30, 
and we were there. In those days there was no such thing as a Super- 
highway. I had to go by the way of Kankakee, take the road along side 
the IC tracks all the way into Champaign-Urbana. It was 120 miles but 
it took us just 90 minutes. At one time John Clemens, who was sitting 
in the back seat, was looking over my shoulder beside the speedometer; 
I had an airspeed indicator. John was clocking me at 138 miles per hour 
with that Ford. People to this day have often asked me about that 
Ford. Whatever happened to it? It had the Buell Trombone horns and 
air brakes. The cars of today, a lot of them couldn't even hold a 
candle to it. In those days it cost me $2100; today it would of cost 
you $50,000. Yes, Dave I have had some beautiful cars, good cars. I 
have had some Lincolns. Today I drive a Dodge Polara Custom. I have 


mellowed a lot. I still get a wild hair once in a while. Who doesn't? 


STUKEL: When you were little I hear from a lot of people -- We had a 
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discussion down here last week about the Deep Waterway being built. My 
dad was one of them that bought up the dam at Jackson Street and the 


generating station. 


JOHNSTON: That's right, there was. Yes, and the old towpath. I can 
remember when there was a speedboat race that came down to Joliet, and 
when they came over what was Cass Street Bridge, which was the finish 
line from the race which started at Chicago canal and the DesPlaines 
River. I remember that speedboat race. Now since they have dredged it 
out, scouts go from Channahon to Morris on the Shabbona Trail along 

the I & M Canal. The I & M Canal, that's about all that is left to it. 
In fact one place on the I & M Canal, the canal runs over a trough 


over the Mazon Creek. That sounds funny. 
STUKEL: Yes, I have been over it. 


JOHNSTON: You've been over it; you know what I am talking about? It 
runs on; and I understand it goes all the way through LaSalle and 
possibly onto Bureau, which is the end of the I & M Canal as far as 
I remember. There is a dam right before it goes into the Illinois 
River. I can remember there was at Van Buren Street, while they were 
putting in the Jefferson Street Bridge, there was a wooden bridge 
across at Van Buren Street across the deep waterway. Oh, what a mess 
that was. I can remember when the gulls used to fly in so thick. Oh, 
there was a lot of gulls swimming over the deep waterway! Today, you 


don't see that. 


STUKEL: No, all you have is pigeons now. 
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JOHNSTON: You get pigeons hanging around the library. How I would 
love to take a bullsnake and go down there and put it in the trees 
and chase some of those pigeons out. I know they would leave, just 
as sure as the devil. The water in the waterway was dirty; it was 
filthy. The sewerage that came down from Chicago -- oh my God, it 
was horrible! Today the water is a little cleaner. The environmental 
people have done something about it. When your mother, dad, grand- 
parents, talk about old times in Joliet, you should listen to them. 

I think it would be to your advantage. The old fort that is out at 
Pilcher Park, the scouts tried to rehabilitate it. I see it in the 
paper where vandals are tearing it down. No, that's not it. If 

more people would listen to such as the scout oath or scout law, "On 
my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God and my country." A 
scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courageous, reverent, 
kind -- go right on down the line. People, instead of out trying to 
nail somebody and get away with it, should start thinking of pulling 
together and cooperating. We could get rid of the cheap politicians. 
We could get rid of a lot of detrimental parts. Then we could say, "We 


the people run the United States of America." 


STUKEL: That just about ends our interview, right here now. I want 
to thank you for taking the time to come out today. I hope a lot 
of other people listen to this tape because I think it is really good. 


Do you have anything else to say? 


JOHNSTON: Working for a university of top ranking, I hope that the 


students are listening to this or reading the manuscript. Education 
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is one big help; that's the start. Get it. Get it anyway you can, 
but get it. And in closing out this interview, I would like to bring 
out that the V.F.W. Post #367 has tried to thank me with a citation 
in 1968, an award for community service and youth activities. Also in 
1970, the Will County Historical Society presented me the Frederick G. 
Bartelson Memorial Award for community service and youth activities. 
These awards, plus many minor awards presented to me by different 

Boy Scout organizations, look good on paper, and in publicity, but 
doesn't show the feeling I have in my heart or soul. That's where 


it counts. Thank you. 


STUKEL: Thank you, Mr. Johnston, for coming down today for this inter- 


view. I hope many people will read this and take your advice! 
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